To: Senator Max Baucus, Karen Bridges, Jim Foley

From: 
Jake Kreilick, National Forest Protection Alliance


Matthew Koehler, Native Forest Network


Jeff Juel, The Ecology Center


Bethanie Walder, Wildlands Center for Preventing Roads

Re: Interior Approps Fire/Hazardous Fuels Amendments

Date: 9-5-02

We have serious concerns about Senator Baucus’ approach to dealing with the fire/fuels treatment issue and how this is affecting the Democratic party consensus.  It is our understanding that Senator Baucus is holding up Democratic consensus in return for a timber bailout (5.5 mmbf) for the Stimson mill in Libby, Montana.  This is a blatant exploitation of election year politics to garner votes in Lincoln County.   The fire/fuels reduction process is not the appropriate venue for addressing timber supply issues in Western Montana.

Fuels reduction money is best spent where human life and property are most at risk. The scientific consensus shows that this is in the area immediately adjacent to homes and buildings.  Forest Service funding should be directed to this area, with limits on fuels reduction spending outside of the wildland urban interface.  We would be happy to furnish examples or case studies of unnecessary fuel reduction projects that have been proposed or conducted outside of the wildland urban interface.  This is a blatant waste of money, time and energy and will do nothing to deal with fire danger in areas where people live.

Senator Baucus has a responsibility to calmly and effectively address the fuels and fire hazard issues on the National Forests.  If fire hysteria continues to drive federal policies, it will only promote the same management practices that have created the current fire conditions.  Even the Forest Service has stated that this summer’s Biscuit Fire, the largest fire in Oregon’s history, was ecologically beneficial to the forests.  According to them, approximately eighty percent of the fire burned lightly and helped restore the forest structure.

In 2000, Congress set a long-term fire policy, partly in response to the fire season here in Montana and the interior west.  This policy should have provided a framework for identifying areas most in need of fuels reduction.  Unfortunately, the policy has never been effectively implemented and has not focused spending on the wildland urban interface.  While Congress cannot repeatedly change fire policy every time another wildland fire occurs, Congress does have an opportunity to look at the framework outlined in the 2000 fire plan and apply it effectively now.  The threat of further abuses from misappropriated and misdirected funds is of the utmost concern.  

Senator Baucus supported this plan then, and we would hope that he would continue to support such a plan and not hold it hostage to timber supply in one community in Montana. If the plan is significantly altered purely because of the Stimson mill timber supply, the effects will extend far beyond Montana. Like Daschle’s Black Hills amendment, this will only set another bad precedent of Congressional interference.

A number of Montana conservation organizations well-versed in fire issues have been trying to get in touch with you by phone over the course of the past week.  These calls have not been returned.  As your constituents, it is essential that we have an opportunity to voice our concerns with you directly.  We hope to set up a conference call with as soon as possible.  Please contact Jake Kreilick at 406/829-6353 or Matthew Koehler at 406/542-7343 to set up the meeting.  

